THE  ENGLISH RENAISSANCE

childish appetite for pleasure, yet with a cool, calculating in-
tellect that baffled the ablest statesmen in Europe; sordidly
mean in some ways5 recklessly extravagant in others, at once
affectionate, vain, compassionate and cruel. This was
Spenser's Gloriana, Ralegh's Cynthia and Shakespeare's fair
Vestal throned by the West. Even when she was a gaunt old
woman with a red wig and a few black teeth the poets and
courtiers worshipped her. That worship was not mere
flattery. They rightly saw in her the incarnate spirit of the
nation and the age.

In the sixty-six years that elapsed between Columbus's
voyage across the Atlantic and the accession of Elizabeth to
the English throne, a large part of the American continent
had been discovered, and Spain, already the first power in
Europe with her possessions in Italy and the Netherlands, had
erected a great colonial empire in Central and South
America.

The first Spanish settlers in the West Indies had been
followed by the soldier-explorers, Cortez and Pizarro, who
had conquered and annexed the great kingdoms of Mexico
and Peru. Now it was found that the New World was rich in
gold, silver and precious stones. Great fleets brought these
treasures annually to Europe, making the Spanish King the
wealthiest monarch in Christendom.Portuguese mariners, too,
following in the footsteps of Vasco da Gama, the first modern
circumnavigator of Africa, had opened up a great trade with
India and the Far East; and in 1520 the Portuguese Captain
Magellan rounded South America by the Straits that bear
his name, and sailed across the Pacific to the Philippines. As
early as 1493 Pope Alexander VI had issued his famous bull
dividing the world by a line running from pole to pole a
hundred leagues west of the Azores. This line, passing down
the Atlantic and cutting off Brazil from the rest of South
America, can be seen marked on one of the globes in Holbein's
picture of The Ambassadors in the National Gallery. All the
newly-discovered land east of it was assigned to Portugal and
west of it to Spain. England played only a small part in the
first great act of the drama of the discovery of the New World.
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